RECOLLECTIONS AND REFLECTIONS
I believe that a few men each year did get a large percentage of the maximum marks obtainable on these papers. They knew the shortest proof for each piece of book work that was set; they had written it out over and over again ; they had not to think about it, but merely write as fast as they could. The riders were a greater difficulty, but in the textbooks numerous " examples" were given for each piece of book work and they had probably done something very similar to the rider set in the paper. The details of the question, e.g. the algebraical work, was new, and it was of great importance that the student should make no slips in this ; an error in arithmetic, or a wrong sign in a piece of algebra, would involve going through the work again, and a loss of time when there was no time to lose. Accuracy in manipulation was perhaps the most important condition in this part of the examination and the most difficult to impart: to err is human even in mathematics.
Another quality which played a great part was concentration on the question in hand, and ability to get quickly into stride for another question as soon as one had finished with the old. These qualities, having one's knowledge at one's finger-ends, concentration, accuracy and mobility owed their importance to the examination being competitive, to there being an order of merit, to our having to gallop all the way to have a chance of winning. These qualities are just those which are of most importance at the Bar, and made the old Mathematical Tripos an excellent training for that profession. It is significant, I think, that the last Tripos to give up arranging the list in order of merit was the Law Tripos, which retained it until 1923, forty years after it had been dropped in the mathematical. It is somewhat humiliating to compare
5S